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Hacettepe University, Ankara, Turkey

Spoken Turkmen

Abstract

This study presents phonetic features of spoken Turkmen that are not represented in the writ-
ten language. These features are observed in almost all registers, including formal settings,
television broadcasts, educational settings, and other areas where standard spoken language
is expected, and need to be specifically described. The most frequently observed phenomena
are illustrated on the basis of a transcribed recording.
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Tirkmence konusma dili

0z

Bu ¢alismada, Tiirkmence konusma dilinde ger¢eklesen ancak yazi dilinde temsil edilmeyen
sesbilgisel 6zellikler tanitilacaktir. Resmi ortamlar, televizyon dili, egitim ortamlari vb. de dahil
standart konusma dilinin beklendigi hemen biitiin diizeylerde ortaya cikan bu sesbilgisel ol-

gular 6zellikle betimlenmeyi gerektirmektedir. Makalede, bu olgularin en sik gézlemlenenleri
¢evriyazisi sunulan bir kayit tizerinden 6rneklendirilerek betimlenmeye calisiimistir.

Anahtar sézciikler: Tiirkmence, sesbilgisel 6zellikler, Tiirkmence konusma dili, Tiirkmence
yazi dili

Introduction

Turkmen belongs to the Oghuz branch of Turkic languages, along with Gagauz, Turkish, Azeri,
Khorasan Turkic, and southern Oghuz dialects such as Kashkay, Aynallu, Songor, and Afshar. Fol-
lowing the independence of the Turkmenistan Republic in 1991, Turkmen became the offical state
language. Standard Turkmen, spoken by more than seven million people, is based on the Teke di-
alect. In this paper, I first give a brief overview of the Turkmen speaking area, including the Turk-
men dialects in Turkmenistan and neighboring countries. Secondly, [ describe the main phonetic
features of spoken Turkmen that are not represented in the standard orthography.

Turkmen speaking area

Turkmen dialect isoglosses coincide with the geographic distribution of Turkmen tribes. The
members of the Teke tribe live in the central districts of Turkmenistan, on the north foot of <Ko-
petdag>, and in the region between the <Murgap»> and <Tejen> rivers. The <Teke> dialect isogloss ex-
tends from the southeast to the southwest of the country, including settlements such as «Gyzylar-
babt>, <Bdherden>, <Gokdepe», <Asgabat, (Mary», <Tejen>, <Murgap», <Sakargige>, <Bayramaly>, and
<Ttirkmengala>. Within this area, two sub-varieties of the «Teke> dialect, the <Mary> and the <Ahal>
dialects, are spoken (Berdiyew, Kiirenow et al. 1970: 24, Amansaryyew 1970: 54). Meanwhile, the
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Yomut> dialect is spoken in a vast area stretching from «Gyzyletrek in the southwest of the coun-
try to the northern «Kéneiirgen¢> and <Tagta> districts in a broad line including the districts of
<Nebitdag, «Gazanjyk>, <Kum Dag, «Celeken>, and <Esenguly> (Berdiyew 1988: 11). In the south-
eastern region, in the triangle beneath the crosscut of the Yfomut> and <Teke> isoglosses, the
<Goklen> and <Nohur» dialects are spoken. The speakers of the «Goklei> live in the «Garrygala> dis-
trict along the <Sumbar> and «Cendir> rivers. Nohurs, on the other hand, inhabit the central and
western parts of Turkmenistan, where the Sumbar River flows, specifically in the cities of <Nohun,
«Kiirtijdey», <Tutlugala>, and <Kénekesir> (Berdiyew, Kiirenow et al. 1970: 25, Amansaryyew 1970:
55).

Moving towards the southeast, the «Salyr> dialect is spoken in the «Seragt> district, whereas <Saryk»
is spoken in <Tagtabazar> and «Yoldtens. <Ersary> is spoken in the cities of «<Garabekewiily, <(Hojam-
baz, and «Kerki>. Speakers of the «Cowdur»> dialect reside in the <Kalinin> region near Uzbekistan,
as well as in the <Mangyslak> peninsula in the northwest of the country. In addition to these dia-
lects, Turkmen also has varieties such as <«Garadasly, <Alili, Anew>, Sakar, Eski», Kyrag,
<Arabacy», <Candyr, and «Olam». The linguistic materials related to these dialects are important
resources for studies in Turkic languages (Nartyyew 1994: 50, Amansaryyew 1970: 55-57).

Turkmen is also spoken by ethnic Turkmens residing very close to Turkmenistan borders in neigh-
boring counties, as well as by the Turkmen diaspora who have migrated to more distant regions.
The most populous ethnic Turkmen communities are primarily found in the northeast of Iran,
particularly in the provinces of Golestan and North Khorasan, referred to as Turkmensahra by Ira-
nian Turkmens. The Turkmensahra region is the Turkmen settlement area that remained beneath
the southeast border of Turkmenistan according to the Ahal Agreement made between Tsarist
Russia and Iran in 1881 (Durdyyew & Kadyrow 1991: 48). The Turkmen varieties spoken in this
area are a linguistic continuum of the ~Yomub, <Gokletd, Saryk, <Teke>, and <Salyr»> dialects.
Yomut> and «Goklet> speakers form the majority of Iranian Turkmens. Yomuts live in the districts
near the Caspian Sea, including Gomish Tepe, Hojanefes, Bandar-e Turkoman, Qarasu, Omchali,
Sallah, and Ariq, as well as in the cities of Aq Qala and Gonbad-e Kavus. The second largest Turk-
men group residing in Iran are the Goklens, living in the eastern part of the Yomut settlement. The
city with the largest population in Goklen is Kalaleh (see Annaberdiyev 2006).

Another ethnic Turkmen group, the Truhmen, lives in Stavropol region and Astrakhan Oblast, in
the southeast of the Russian Federation. They migrated from Mangishlak peninsula from the 17th
century and settled in the steppes of Stavropol and Astrakhan. They live in five different districts
in Stavropol Krai and in three villages in the Astrakhan Oblast. The Turkmen tribes residing in
these regions are <Cowdun, <Igdir, «<Soyiinjanjy>. In the Caucasian region, Stavropol and Astrakhan
Turkmens have been living together with Noghay, Tatar, Kalmyk, and Caucasian peoples for about
three and a half centuries. Their variety has certain linguistic features due to their contact with
Turkic languages of the Kipchak type (Aslan Demir 2013).

Turkmens also live in the Karakalpakstan Autonomous Republic. In Karakalpakstan, Turkmens
live with Karakalpak, Kazakh, and Uzbek speakers in the districts of <Dortgiily, <Beruny», <Ellikgala,
and <Amyderya>, and with Karakalpak speakers in the districts of <Hojaili>, <Comanay», and
(Tahyadas>. Turkmens in Karakalpakstan comprise tribes like «Ata, <Yomub, <Arabacy>, <Gara-
dasly», <Gokletv, dgdir, and «Diiyeji> (Amannepesow, Arazkuliev et al. 1994: 42, Arazkuliev 1987:
7). Within Uzbekistan, Turkmen-speaking groups live in Khorezm (Xorazm viloyati>), in and
around the cities of Urgench («Urganch»), Khiva (Xiva>), and Hazarasp (Johanson 2021: 58), and
in Zerevshan, Samarkand, Tashkent, Bukhara, and Qashqgadaryo (Arazkuliev 1987: 7).

Turkmens is also spoken in Kazakhstan in Almati, as well as in the Atiraw, Simkent, and Karayandi
regions (Johanson 2021: 58). According to 1989 data, 313 Turkmen people are found in Guryev
(Atyrau) city, 553 in Shymkent, 1222 in Garagan, and 402 Turkmen in Almaty (see Durdyyew
1994: 49).
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Ethnic Turkmen are also found in Tajikistan and Afghanistan. In Tajikistan, Turkmen live in villages
along the Bahsh river in Gorgandepe Province, in an area of 15 kilometers between «Uzyn> and
ylykéls, and in Dushanbe Province. Some of the Turkmen living in this region migrated from the
<«Kerki> and «Kelif> districts of Turkmenistan, while others, the <Ersary», migrated from Afghanistan.
In Afghanistan, Turkmens live in villages in Mazar-i-Sharif, Faryab, Kunduz, Kabul, and Jowzjan
provinces. The Afghan Turkmens comprise the <Ersary», <Alili», <Saryko, <Salyr, and <Teke> tribes
(Durdyyev & Kadyrov 1991: 22, 46). There are also Turkmen communities in Turkey, especially in
Istanbul and Tokat, who migrated from Afghanistan.

In China, in addition to the Salar people, who are thought to be related to the «Salyr> Turkmens and
live in various settlements within the borders of Qinghai and Gansu provinces, there is another
Turkmen community about whom we have little information. These Turkmen reside at the base
of the Pamir Mountains in the Xinjiang-Uyghur Autonomous Region. They are believed to be re-
lated to the <Chovdur> Turkmen, some of whom also migrated from Mangishlak to the Caucasus
(Saparov & Durdyyev 1994: 57).

Spoken and written norms of the Turkmen language

The written and spoken norms of standard Turkmen based on the Teke dialect differ from each
other. The spoken form, which may be referred to as ‘Turkmen spoken norm’, exhibits vowel
length, advanced labial harmony, consonant assimilation, and so on. These characteristics of the
spoken norm are relevant in understanding Turkmen'’s linguistic position among the Turkic lan-
guages. They are, however, not represented in the conventional orthography.

To describe the spoken norm of Turkmen, orthoepic dictionaries have been published, by
Tacmyradow and Caryyew (1967), and by Caryyarow (1978). According to their prefaces, the tar-
get audience for these dictionaries is teachers, students in higher education, academics, television
and radio announcers, and actors. The goal of the orthoepic dictionaries is to describe Turkmen
pronunciation that is not represented in the orthography.

These dictionaries give some contradictory descriptions. For instance, in Taicmyradow & Caryyew
(1967), the long vowel /u:/ is defined as a semi-diphthong /uw/ in certain words such as <gury»
guwri ‘dry’, <gurt> guwrt ‘wolf’, while it is rendered as /u:/ in Caryyarow (1978), e.g. <gury> gu:ri,
«gurt> gu:rt. Recent studies focusing on phonetic features of Turkmen are Tore (2017, 2019), Aslan
Demir (2018), Kaya (2020), and Karako¢ (2022). In this paper, [ focus on the main phonetic fea-
tures of the spoken norm of Turkmen and demonstrate the differences between written and spo-
ken forms through a sample text. In the transcription, the symbols proposed in Johanson (2021)
are used. The spelling of words is indicated in < » brackets, while the annotation is given in ( )
brackets.

Annotated text with audio
LINK: Turkmen Audio

The following text illustrates the phonological features of Turkmen that are not represented in the
orthography. It is an episode from a Turkmen folk tale named Yartygulak. The text is given both
in conventional orthography and in transcription. The tale was read by Arzuw Esenowa, a speaker
of Turkmen, recorded during fieldwork in Turkmenistan in 2015.

1. «(Bir bar eken, bir yok eken.»
Bir  Pacr eken bir  yory eken.
one  existing EVID.COP one  non.existing EVID.COP

‘Once upon a time’.
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2. «Gadym eyyamda bir ar-ayal bar eken.»
Gadiym eyya:m-da bir d:r-aya:l  Pacr eken.
ancient time-LOC one couple existing EVID.COP

‘In old times, there was a couple’.

3. <Bularyn ¢agalary hem yok eken.»

Bulon ca:ya-larem yory eken.
this.PL.GEN  child-POSS3PL-PTCL  non.existing EVID.COP
‘They had no children too.

4. «Glinlerde bir giin bu adamyn ayaly hamyla bolyar.
Giin-nér-dé bir giin bu azdam-in  aya:l-i ha:mila Pol-ya..
day-PL-LOC  one day this man-GEN wife-P0SS3SG  pregnant be(come)-INTRA3SG

‘One day, this man’s wife became pregnant.

5. «Bir giin bu adam degirmene un cekmage gidiptir weli, yzynda bir ogly bolupdyr.

Bir glin  bu a:dam deirmen-e un cek-md:  gid-ip-tir
one day  this man mill-DAT flour grind-INF  go-POST-3SG
weli: iy6-in-ne bir oyl-u Pol-updir.

however behind-POSS3SG-LOC  one  son-POSS3SG be(come)-POST-3SG

‘One day, when the man went to the mill to grind flour, his son was born!

6. <Bu bolan oglanjygyn ululygy yarty gulak yaly eken.
Bu bol-on oylon-jiy-in ululuy-i yacrti  gulok ya:li eken.
this  be(come)-PN  boy-DIM-GEN size-P0SS3sG  half  ear as EVID.COP

‘This newborn boy was as tall as half an ear’

7.<Sonun ligin onuti adyna yartygulak diyipdirler.»
Son¢iin on a:d-in-a ya:rtigulok diy-ipdir-ler.
thus he.GEN name-POSS3SG-DAT  half-ear say-POST-3PL
‘That’s why they called him Half-Ear’

8. «Bu oglan bolan dessine “Eje, ay eje, kakam nira gitdi? diyip sorapdyr.”>
Bu oylon bol-on deB0Bine. Eje ay eje ka:ka:-m

this boy  be(come)-PN  soon.after mom oh mom  dad-P0SS1SG
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diy-ip Oo:ra:pdir.

say-CONV  ask.POST3SG

‘As soon as the boy was born, he asked his mother: ‘Mother, oh mother, where did my father go?’

9. <Ejesi hem aljyrap “Kakan degirmene bugday tiwetmage gitdi, sonun yzyndan diiyani eltmek

gerek.” diyip aydypdyr.»

Eje-0i hem
mom-P0SS3sG  as.well
twiit-md: git-di
grind-INF  go-TERM3SG
gerek diy-ip
necessary say-CONV

aljira:p ka:ka:-n degirmen-e  buydoy
get.anxious.CONV father-P0SS2SG  mill-DAT wheat
Son iy6-in-nen diiyd:-ni elt-mek
that-GEN  behind-P0SS3SG-ABL  camel-ACC  carry-INF
ayd-ipdir.

talk-POST3SG

‘His mother got anxious and said: “Your father has gone to the mill to grind flour, we must take

”m

the camel after him

10. Yartygulak diiyini gazykdan ¢oziip, iistiine békiip miiniipdir-de towsup onuii gulagyna gi-

ripdir»
Ya:rtigulok  diiyd:- ni

half-ear camel-ACC

miin-tipdiir-de

get on-POST-and

tow6-

jump-

ga:dik-dan  &66-iip 1i66-iin-o bok-tip
stake-ABL ~ untie-CONV  top-POSS3SG-DAT jump-CONV
up on guloy-no Cik-ipdir
CONV  it.GEN  ear-POSS3SG-DAT climb up-POST3SG

‘Half-Ear untied the camel from the stake and jumped on its back, climbed on its ear’

11. <Bu diiye yol bilen baryarka, bir topar oglan “Inha bir bos diiye” diysip muny saklapdyrlar.»

Bu diiyé  yo:l
this camel way
Bir bos diiy9
one stray camel

‘As the camel going on its

Pilen bar-ya:-ka: bir topor oylon inha:
with go-INTRA-CONV  one group boy here
diy-s-ip mu-ni Oakla:pdir-lar.
say-COOP-CONV that-AcC stop.POST-3PL

way, a group of boys stopped it, saying: ‘Look, a stray camel!’

12. «Yartygulak hem 'Hay peliketler, goyberin diiyani, idme saklayarsynyz? diyip gygyrypdyr’>

Ya:rtiguloy-om hd:?

half-ear-also hey
nd:me Oakla-ya:-niéd
why stop-INTRA-2PL

‘Half-Ear shouted: ‘Hey, y

www.tehlikedekidiller.c

peld:ket-ler goypoér-iin diiyd:-ni
naughty-PL free-IMP2PL camel-ACC
diy-ip giyyir-ipdir.

say-CONV shout-POST3SG

ou naughty boys, why are you stopping the camel?”
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Phonetic characteristics of spoken Turkmen

Vowel length and labial harmony

Primary and secondary vowel length is among the typical phonetic features of Turkmen not rep-
resented in the orthography. Primary vowel length, occurring in the root syllable, has a phonemic
value and causes meaning distinctions: <tut-»> tut- ‘to hold’, <tut> tu:t ‘mulberry’, <6¢-> 6¢- ‘to extin-
guish’, «<6¢> 6:¢ ‘enmity’, ‘revenge’. In Turkmen, vowel length occurs as a longer duration or, in rare
cases, as a semi-diphthong. The long vowels and semi-diphthongs are as follows: /a:/, /a:/, /iy/
(< /iz/), /i:/ (sometimes /iy/), /o:/, /6:/, Juz/, /Uy/ (< /i:/). Examples are <kaka» ka:ka ‘father’
(S8), <adam» a:dam ‘man’ (S4), «yarty> ya:rti ‘half’ (S6), <ad> a:d ‘name’ (S7), <gazyk> ga:dik ‘stake’
(S10), «¢al> ¢a:l ‘gray’, <aga» a:ya ‘lord’, <sary> Oa:ri ‘yellow’, <bas»> bd:s ‘five’, «yk> iyk ‘secluded’, ‘nook,
<«ys» iy6 ‘smell’, <sir-> Biyr- ‘to sweep’, <yz> iyd ‘trace’ ‘back’ (S5), «ginel-» girpel- ‘extend’, «<gi¢» gi:¢ ‘late’,
<biz> bi:§ or biyé ‘pin’, <6r-> 4:r- ‘to knit), <bozla-» bo:dlo- ‘to sob’, «yok> yo:y ‘not existing’ (S1), <gobek>
go:fok mavel’, cun> uzn ‘flour’ (S5), «gurt> gu:rt ‘wolf’, <stiyt> Otiyt ‘milk’, «gliyz> giiyé ‘autumn’, <iiyn»
tiyn ‘voice’, <iiyr-» tiyr- ‘bark’, «ciiyriik» ¢iiyriik ‘rot’, etc.

Another phonetic feature of spoken Turkmen is morphologically-conditioned secondary vowel
length, which usually results from the fusion of stem-final and suffix-initial vowels, i.e., <kdce> kéce
‘street, <kdcd» kocd: (street.DAT), <kici» kici ‘small’, <ki¢d> ki¢d: (small.DAT), <nire» ni:re ‘where’ <nird>
nizrd: (where.DAT) (S8), <oka-> oka- ‘to read’, <okap» oka:p (read.CONV) <okan> oka:n (read.PN), <sora->
‘to ask’, Bora:pdir (ask.POST3SG) (S8). Some secondary vowel length also occurs without any fusion:
«gapy» gapi ‘door’, «gapynyiv> gapi:nin (door-GEN), <6yde> dydé ‘at home’, «<6ydaki> dydd:ki (house-
LOC-REL), <cekmek> cekmek ‘to grind’, cekmd:ge (grind-INF) (S5). In addition, the vowels of the fol-
lowing suffixes are always pronounced long {-yA:r}, {-yA:n}, {-Awy}, {+rA:K}, {+1A:p}, {-KA:} (see
Weyisow & Babayewa 2009: 35).

Another phonological feature occurring regularly in spoken Turkmen is advanced labial harmony.
This type of labial harmony is found only in Turkmen in the Oghuz Turkic languages, i.e., <gulak>
gulok ‘ear’ (S6), <bugday> buydoy ‘wheat’ (S9), <topar> topor ‘group’ ‘community’ (11), <oglanlary-
myzda> oylonlormuédo/oylonlommuéddo ‘at our boys’, «corekli> ¢éréklii ‘breaded’, «¢collerden>
Céllordén ‘from the deserts’, <gulag> gulocC ‘stroke’ <kiirek» kiirék ‘shovel’, <borek> bérék ‘pastry’, ‘pie’,
<togsan> toyfBon ‘ninety’, <ozal> odol ‘before’, <blikmek> biikmdok ‘twist, kdlege> kdlégé ‘shade’,
<bodlek> bo:I6k ‘piece’, <sogan> Boyon ‘onion’ etc. Some researchers claim that the vowels in the sec-
ond and subsequent syllables are pronounced not fully but semi-rounded (see Azmun 2021). In
the sample text, 0 and ¢ denote semi-rounded vowels: <oglan> oylon ‘boy’ (S8), «diye> diiyd
‘camel’(S11). The labial harmony is blocked in syllables with long low vowels: «giille-> giill6- ‘to
bloom), «giilleyar> giilléyd:r ‘it is blooming’, <yollayan> yo:lloya:n ‘I'm sending’, <oba> o:fo ‘village’,
<obany> o:fa:ni ‘the village’, <obadaky> o:foda:ki ‘the one in the village’ (see Tagmyradow &
Caryyew 1967: 42).

Consonants

The pronunciation of the consonants /s/ and /z/ ([6] and [8]) as interdental fricatives is another
distinctive phonetic feature of spoken Turkmen. This feature creates two separate isoglosses
within the Turkmen dialect area: (1) <Teke», Jomub, <Gokleth, «Salyr, «Saryk>, <Ersary>, «Gara-
dasly, <Alili, and <Emreli> show the interdental sounds [08] and []: <yz> iy6 ‘trace’ ‘back’ (S5), «6z>
6:6 ‘self’, <ozal> 060l ‘before’, <az> a:é ‘few’, «uzyn> udiyn ‘long’, <sora-» fo:ro- ‘to ask’ (S8), «<sakla->
Oakla- ‘to stop’ (S11), «siz> 6id ‘you’ (plural), <san> 8a:n ‘number’, «0s-> 66- ‘growth of a plant or
person), <seret-> feret- ‘to look’, ‘to watch’, etc. (2) «Cowdur», <Nohum, Anew, Eski», «Mury», «Kirag»,
<Arabacy», <Candyr, and «<Bayat>, have the dental consonants [s] and [z] (Amansaryyew 1970: 60,
Nartyyew 1994: 37).

In Turkmen, word-initial /b-/ becomes a fricative variant // when the preceding word ends in a
vowel or a liquid, or sometimes also with a weak fricative. For example, <gala bardy» becomes gala:
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Pa:di ‘there was a castle’, «<cagalar bardy» ca:yalar fa:di ‘there were children’ (Aslan Demir 2018),
<bir bar eken» bir Ba:r eken ‘once upon a time’ (S1), <hamyla bolyar> hamila Bol-ya: ‘X became preg-
nant’ (S4), «<dkde bolsa> 6kdo folBo ‘if he /she were skilled’, <ilki bilen» ilki Silen ‘at first’ <onun bilen»
on Pilen ‘with him /her’, <nahar bisirjek> nahar fisirjek ‘X will cook’. Moreover, when the consonants
/w/ and /b/ occur consecutively in succeeding words, assimilation of /wb/ into /ww/ takes place.
For example, <suw bolup> becomes Quwwolup, ‘become water’, <aw bol-> a:wwol- ‘to be hunted’,
«guw bar guwwa: ‘there is a well’, «okuw baslady> okuwwasladi ‘school started’, etc. (see Tore
2017).

In the spoken Turkmen, in medial position, /-b-/ is pronounced as /3/ between vowels or after
the consonants other than /p/, /t/, and /k/. For instance, <goyber-> goyfér- ‘set free’ (S12), <oba»
o:po ‘village’, «gaba> ga:fa ‘coarse’, ‘large’, «<daban> da:fan ‘sole’, «yaba> ya:fa ‘wooden hanger,
<cebis» Cefis ‘goat’ «<corba> ¢o:rfo ‘soup’, <yolbascy> yo:lBasci ‘head’, ‘chairman’. This allophone of the
/-b-/ phoneme is defined as a half-labial sound between /b/ and /w/ (Azmun 2021) or as a sound
produced when the lips are partially closed and the air escapes through a gap between them
(Hydyrow & Begenjow 1960: 30).

In Turkmen, consonant assimilation can occur: (i) between word-final consonant and suffix-initial
consonant, (ii) between word-final consonant and subsequent word-initial consonant, or (iii)
within words, regardless of the preceding word or subsequent suffix. For instance, «glinler> gtinngr
‘days’ (S4), <yzynda> iydinne ‘behind X' (S5), <mekdeplerimizde> mekdeplerimiéde / mekdep-
lermiéée ‘in our schools’, <sende> Benne ‘at you’ <on dokuz> onnokué ‘nineteen’, <nan duz» na:nnu:é
‘bread and salt, «yoldas> yo:llos ‘husband’, ‘colleague’, <boldy> bollj ‘it became’, <syzdy> 0id6j ‘it
leaked’, «g6z degmesin> goddegmeBin ‘may the evil eye not befall him/her’, <agaccy» ayassi ‘wood-
worker’, <sci> i:$8i ‘worker’, <baldak> ballak ‘haulm’, gandym> gannim ‘a type of long-rooted thorny
tree’, «yyldyz» yilli6 ‘star’, «i¢ cagay lisSa:ya ‘three children’, etc. For a detailed table of consonant
assimilations and more examples, see Tore (2017).
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